The dispute over unrestricted reciprocity was undoubtedly not the only cause of the strained relations existing between Blake and other prominent Liberals after his retirement from the party leadership in 1887. There was, in addition, a personal animosity between Blake and Sir Richard Cartwright which went much deeper than their differences over the trade question. Moreover, despite Blake's repeated assertions that any position of leadership was distasteful to him, he appears to have been, as Sir John Willison has remarked, "fundamentally unhappy in any subordinate relation? This aspect of his nature is indeed puzzling, for while, in both Canadian and Irish politics, he expressed his desire to be but a rank and file member of his party, he nevertheless thought he should be consulted on matters of policy in a way which only a leading member could expect. It is difilcult to believe that he was insincere in his allegations, but perhaps Willison is correct in suggesting that, while Blake was essentially aspiring and ambitious, he guarded against even the self-discovery of such motives2
But whatever the reasons for Blake's estrangement from the Liberal party, by May, 1892, he could plainly see that it would, for the time being at least, prevent him from rendering any useful service to Canada. Accordingly, he accepted without hesitation the From the many letters which Blake received at this time, it can be seen that, while most of his friends and admirers felt he should accept the Irish offer, they did not regard such acceptance as marking the end of his political career in Canada. The general view seems to have been that he would spend two or three years in the British House of Commons, give valuable aid in establishing a legislature in Dublin, and then, his reputation enhanced by his achievements abroad, return to take a prominent part in Canadian politics, perhaps even resining the leadership of the Liberal party. "My brightest hope," wrote one Canadian Liberal to Blake, "lies in the desire to see you contribute to the success of home rule in Britain and afterwards return to Canada to rally our invincible party around you? And another friend, after advising him to accept the Irish invitation, added, "We cannot afford to lose you from Canada for long, but would you not return with an influence limited scarcely by the confines of the Empire? "7 Yet another expressed similar sentiments in the following words:
I sincerely hope that you may be able to do much towards settling the question now so sharply at issue in British politics, and that when your task is completed we may have you back amongst us. I have a strong conviction that your true place is not in the British House of Commons, representing an Irish constituency, but in another Legislative Chamber representing Canadian hopes, aims, and aspirations. Events seem to be crowding on each other very fast here, and from present appearances no one can predict what a few months may bring forth. s Several of Blake's correspondents commented most unfavourably on the existing political situation in Canada, but expressed the hope that before too long there would be a change for the better, and that he would then return to his rightful place in the public life of his country. In one letter he was told of the hopes of some Liberals that this time would come "not later than the next general election," when he would be able to leave his new career, however splendid it might be, to renovate the political condition of Canada. This writer went on to say that there were many who would welcome Blake back as leader. "! shall," he declared, "be proud to follow you in the future as in the past? Another letter, expressing somewhat similar views, read in part:
Politics in Canada have so sadly degenerated that your aversion to mingling in public life is being better understood. There is no hope of improvement for three years at least--at the end of that time if you feel inclined to withdraw from imperial politics, you will be welcomed back to Canada and can take the/qrst place here? While many Canadians expressed the hope that Blake's absence would be brief, only a few advised him definitely not to enter imperial politics. One of these wrote: "! submit Canada has first claims upon you and she is in more need of your services than Ireland. "• Oliver Mowat, Blake's successor in the premiership of Ontario, was uncertain what his friend's course should be:
On the one hand, I have no doubt that you would be of good service to Ireland and the Empire ff you should accept the invitation. On the other hand, in case of your accepting, I feel the greatest possible anxiety about our University, and the loss which its affairs would sustain. Blake's reception in Britain and Ireland in the summer of 1892 was indeed cordial. Liberal and Irish Nationalist journals devoted considerable space to articles on his career in Canada and the significance of his entry into the British Parliament. He was invited to address public meetings in many parts of the United Kingdom and his advice was sought not only by his colleagues in the Irish party, but also by leading British Liberals, including John Morley and James Bryce. But since so many Canadians had imagined that he would at once be elected chairman of the Irish party, or appointed to Gladstone's cabinet or at least to his ministry, the Conservative press in Canada began to assert that he had "fallen rather flat in Great Britain" and would therefore probably return to Canadian politics. This rumour gained especially wide circulation towards the end of August, 1892, when Blake returned to Canada on a short visit. A leading Conservative iournal, in an article entitled "Will Mr. Blake Come Back?" spoke as follows:
The announcement of Mr. Blake's return to Canada, and the preparations being made in Toronto for giving him a big reception, have caused the revival of a rumour which has been quiefiy floating about for some time past that Mr. Blake is to be invited to re-enter Canadian politics and to resume the leadership of the Liberal party, Mr. Laurier gracefully retiring before the trouble which confronts him in the shape of the Manitoba school question next session .... There was a very general idea that Mr. Blake would perhaps be chosen leader of the Home Rule party, and it was strongly asserted that he would certainly be a member of Mr. Gladstone's ministry, ff not of his cabinet. Neither of these events has happened. Indeed, Mr. Blake has fallen rather fiat in Great Britain, and, beyond a small portion of the press, his appearance in English, or rather Irish, politics, has attracted little or no attention. His friends, however, claim that he has strengthened himself very There was indeed some truth in the implied assertion that Blake was dissatisfied with Irish politics, though his reasons were not those inferred by the Conservative press. He was flattered by his Irish home rule in which he was then engaged, he declared, "There are many drawbacks, di•culties, and doubts; and there is much to dishearten; indeed I fear that I shall be kept a year longer than I expected, or say three years, before getting free of my commission and returning to home and friends. "2• The Blake reception in Toronto mentioned in the article, "Will Mr. Blake Come Back?" was the cause of considerable controversy. When it became known that he was planning to visit Canada, the Young Men's Liberal Club of Toronto cabled him an invitation to attend a banquet under its auspices. About the same time, at a meeting of Irish-Canadians in Toronto, it was decided to hold a reception in his honour. When it was revealed, however, that he could not accept both invitations, a dispute arose over which of the two functions should take place. In the end he reiected the invitation of the Young Liberals, explaining that he had to consider exclusively the interests of the Irish cause. He also let it be known that during his stay in Canada he would prefer "Home Rule meetings to personal receptions. "2"His action in this matter was an indication that, for the time being at least, his chief concern was with Irish rather than Canadian politics.
The meeting which was held at the Horticultural Pavilion in Toronto on September 19, 1892, was both a personal reception to Blake and a home rule demonstration. While by far the greater part of his address on this occasion dealt with the Irish situation, he also referred to his personal position in relation to Canada. Alluding to the criticism made in some quarters that, in entering Irish politics, he was deserting his own country, he said:
The objection has been taken to my course that every man owes a first duty to his own land and that I should, instead of going to England, have taken part in public life in Canada. I wholly agree as to the first duty of every citizen of a country to his own land, and I hope that in earlier years and more fortunate circumstances I have shown myself not wholly neglectful of that duty to my fellow countrymen. In pursuance •of that view I have on all former occasions always discountenaneed and rejected the flattering .suggestions which have occasionally been made of my removal to what was thought a wider sphere. My own country was and is good enough for me--and I clung to her service while I could. But circumstances, which it is needless now to detafi, had divorced me from that service, and after full consideration I had come to difference of opinion which subsisted between me and those with whom I had acted, and with whom on all other than one question I was still desirous to act in Canadian public life. 2a
It was shortly after he had reached this conclusion, Blake explained to his audience, that the Irish invitation had come. He had accepted it because, being unable for the moment to serve the land of his birth, he believed that his next duty was to the country of his origin and to the empire of which he was a humble citizen. 24 Observing that some people had attributed to him as motives for going to Britain "expectations of a lead in the Irish party, of a place in Mr. Gladstone's government, of a iudgeship, or of some titular honor," Blake denied that he entertained any such desires. Moreover, he asserted that "the idea of stepping into the Irish lead over the heads of able and devoted men familiar with the ground" was too preposterous for serious discussion. The idea of political office were too numerous and too strong for me to dream of severance. I have enlisted, indeed, for a campaign, but its most ioyful day for me will be that which releases me to return to my own fireside." In his speech at the Pavilion, Blake had expressed the hope that time would either settle or eliminate the difference of opinion existing between himself and his former colleagues in Canada on the reciprocity question. His wish was fulfilled when in June, 1898, a national Liberal convention meeting in Ottawa adopted a tariff plank which he could support. The trade policy enunciated at this convention stressed tariff for revenue rather than for protection, and the promotion of freer trade with the whole world, though more especially with Britain and the United States. While in this connection the benefits of some sort of reciprocity with the United States were vaguely mentioned, it was quite clear that the Liberal party was dropping unrestricted reciprocity in its fullest sense.
It happened that in the same month as the Liberal convention assembled in Ottawa the West Durham Reform Association, at its 2aBlake's speech at the Pavilion is published in a pamphlet entitled "The Blake Demonstration, Pavilion, September 19, 1892." For a copy of the pamphlet, together with press reports of the meeting, see the Blake Scrap Books.
24Since Blake believed that the settlement of the Irish question was a matter of vital concern to the empire, he felt that, as an Irish Nationalist representative, he was serving both Ireland and the empire as a whole. first meeting since Blake's entry into Irish politics, passed a resolution recognizing in a formal way "the readiness with which Canada's gifted son" had given "his peerless abilities" to aid the Irish cause? In replying to the letter transmitting this resolution, Blake, after expressing his gratitude for it, took advantage of the opportunity thus afforded of stating his agreement with the tariff plank adopted by the Liberal convention. He wrote: "May I be permitted to say how glad I am to think that the Reciprocity resolution of the late Reform Convention has ended that difference which led to the severance of my connexion with the Riding; and that, though no longer to be associated with them as their representative, I am no longer to be divided from them in opinion. "•'G But despite the fact that the difference of opinion between Blake and the Liberal party was now at an end, he did not feel free to return to Canadian politics at so critical a moment in the history of the Irish Nationalist movement. For, at this time, Gladstone's second home rule bill was before the Commons, and although it passed through all its stages there, it was reiected in September, 189•3, by a large maiority in the House of Lords. In the years following the defeat of this bill the Irish Nationalist party passed through one of its most difilcult and discouraging periods, marked by growing dissension within its own ranks and by the fear that lack of funds would lead to a complete collapse of the movement. Blake frequently became deeply distressed at this discouraging situation, but whenever he spoke of resignation his colleagues begged him to remain, asserting that his withdrawal from Irish politics would prove most harmful to the home rule cause. Each time, not wishing to desert them, he agreed to stay, but by 1896 the situation had become so desperate that he questioned whether his services could be of further use to Ireland. Naturally, therefore, he began to weigh more thoughtfully the possibility of returning to Canada. 27
In considering Blake's relations with Canada during the years 1896-7, it should be recalled, first of all, that in June, 1896, a general election in this country had at last resulted in the defeat of the Conservative r•gime. Thus, after eighteen years in opposition, letter, remarking that the matters discussed in it had previously been presented to him informally. aø But now that the offers were given definite formulation, he felt that it was necessary to consider them carefully. He told Dillon that the only position which really attracted him was the judgeship on the Judicial Committee, but that he had thought when he joined the Irish party that he was giving up that aspiration. As to the other offers, he felt that he must think a7Press reports of all these gatherings are to be found in the Blake Scrap Books.
this abstention, and have declared that I was neglecting my duty to my own country; and I may perhaps be allowed on this occasion, the first, as I say, for some years on which I have discussed Canadian politics, briefly to recall to you the facts which are my vindication.
He then proceeded to describe the situation which had led to his break with the Liberal party in 1891:
In 1891, the Liberal party went to the country on the policy ooe unrestricted reciprocity with the United States, on continental free trade. I had fully recognized the enormous material advantage ooe the greatest practicable free trade with all countries and more particularly with the great country that is coterminous with oars. Yet I was convinced that the scheme proposed, which corffessedly involved great and general discrimination against Great Britain, was not merely irreconcilable with our revenue requirements unduly swollen as they were, but also included ooe necessity the assimfiation ooe our tariff with that ooe the neighboring republic, and the practical control of that tariff at Washington. I was satisfied that its adoption would create a very bad feeling in Britain, that it would tend to severance with that country, and to political union with the United States; and my belief was that my fellow countrymen did not apprehend these results and were not prepared to adopt these conclusions. Leading friends of mine differed wholly from these views. The general election was precipitated in advance of the usual period; and I found myself in a most painful dfiemma. While it was impossible for me to stand for Parliament, without stating frankly to my constituents, as I had always done, the views I held upon public questions, it was equally impossible for me in the very crisis of a general election to state those opinions without doing serious damage to the interests of friends with whom I had long served and whom I deeply loved. I decided that on the whole my best Next, Blake noted that the Liberal party eventually changed its attitude to the policy of unrestricted reciprocity, but, before this occurred, an opportunity had arisen for him to be of service elsewhere. He explained the situation in the following words:
In the meantime, I had been honored by an invitation to accept a seat in the Imperial Parliament, at a very critical period in the history of a great question of imperial policy . . . that .of Home Rule for Ireland, and I had to consider whether, since I was detached from the possibfiity of service here, I should refuse to serve the cause of a country, not indeed of my birth, but of my origin, by oeurthering the claim for self-government, which I had long advocated in this country, and which I deeply felt was not only most iust to Ireland, but also most important to Great Britain, most beneficial to Canada and most calculated to set upon a solid foundation the structure of the whole empire. I knew, to some extent, what acceptance involved, but I did not hesitate for twenty minutes, because I was convinced that, disabled for the time at any rate, for service here, it was my duty not to decline a proposal, honorable in itself, absolutely unsought and unexpected by me, and which seemed to open another door for public service elsewhere. And since that time, through good and evil fortune, in rough and still rougher waters, I have been doing what I could to aid and prosper that cause. A year later, in 1898, the Canadian Liberal party held a great convention for the purpose of laying down a fresh policy on the trade question, and to which it was my satisfaction to give my adhesion, for it was that which I had always maintained myself.
While, however, the difference of opinion between Blake and the Liberal party had been removed by the convention of 1898, it had not since then been possible for him to leave Irish and return to Canadian politics. He described his personal position thus: Therefore, though an early termination of my political career is but too likely, immediate change would be impossible.
•aHere he was undoubtedly referring tg the judgeship on the Judicial Committee which he had been offered in 1896. a4Blake Papers, Blake to Laurier, Nov. 9, 1905. nnlbid., Laurier to Blake, Nov. 11, 1005.
